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the Genetic, social, & Behavioral Factors 
that Motivate Parents 
to Abuse their Children 
Brad Garner
Introduction
 This paper examines the influence of economic, genetic, behavioral, and 
social factors on the parental choice to abuse one’s child.  I derive a choice 
model for the parents based on McFadden’s (1974) conditional logit model. 
Within society, the parent or parents not only bear the responsibility for their 
child’s well being, but also for ensuring the child will grow up to be an educated, 
productive member of society.  Through the examination of individual parent 
and child behavior patterns, as well as numerous social and economic factors 
from the Physical Violence in American Families Survey of 1985, I show that 
after a child behaves in a certain manner, the parent chooses to abuse based 
on numerous social, economic, and genetic variables.  Child abuse is a social 
problem that has not been examined heavily in the field of economics, but with 
the help of econometric analysis I examine how behavior and social trends 
can increase the probability of child abuse.  Hopefully this analysis will lead to 
suggestions on how to remedy this problem.
 In the next section I show how other studies have approached similar 
problem and their findings.  After the presentation of the literature I explain 
my parental choice model and what factors influence this model.  Following the 
presentation of the model I discuss the data from the survey and what variables 
were used and how they have been modified.  I then use the data to support 
my theory and conclude with a discussion about what factors influence the 
parental choice to abuse. 
Literature 
 Several scholars examine poverty and family economic status to see if 
income level is a deciding factor in child abuse.  These studies argue that lower 
income levels increase parental stress level (as parents have a harder time 
making ends meet), thus making parents more likely to use abuse (Berger 2004, 
725-748; Drake and Pandey 1996, 1003-1018; Egeland 1979, 269; Gil 1970; 
Iverson and Segal 1990; Medora, Wilson, and Larson 2001, 335-348; Straus 
1979, 213).  This is also confirmed by numerous studies which find that the 
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presence of neglect is also highly influenced by poverty (Finkelhor and Jones 
2006, 685-716; Paxson and Waldfogel 2003, 85-113).  One can see that this is 
a logical argument as poverty can lead to a higher parent stress level.  Higher 
stress levels may lead to loss in self-control, resulting in abuse (Herrenkohl, 
Herrenkohl, and Egolf 1983, 424-431).  My study examines multiple income 
levels in order to see which ones are more prone to abuse.  
 Abuse history is another factor that is found to increase the risk that this 
parent uses violence with their own children (Gil 1970; Iverson and Segal 
1990; Straus 1979, 213).  Other parental characteristics found to influence 
abuse are: age, gender, family structure, education, ethnicity, and family 
structure (Gil 1970).  Substance abuse is another key factor that may increase 
the probability of abuse occurring (Gil 1970; Markowitz and Grossman 1998). 
Parental expectations for the child as well as parental understanding (or 
misunderstanding) of child behavior are factors parents do control.  
 A child may behave in a certain manner, regardless of intent, and this act 
or actions may be interpreted by the parent as negative behavior (Gil 1970; 
Herrenkohl, Herrenkohl, and Egolf 1983, 424-431; de Lissovoy, Vladimir, Dr. 
1979, 341).  Parent reaction can be determined by numerous traits such as 
those discussed earlier, but also variables such as personality which can not be 
quantified accurately.  Thus, the child’s behavior must also be considered in the 
pool of variables that determine abuse (Lynch 1976, 43).  
 Mammen et al. (2003) examines how parental cognitions and satisfaction1 
lead to child abuse.  This study hypothesizes that parental expectations for the 
child, inability to control parenting situations, and “hostile attribution bias” 
(parents perceiving innocent child behavior as intentionally hostile) would all 
lead to increased parental frustration and in turn child abuse (Mammen, Kolko, 
and Pilkonis 2003, 288).  The examination finds that none of these factors 
contributed to aggressive parent behavior, suggesting that child maltreatment 
is rather derived from parental satisfaction with the child (Mammen, Kolko, 
and Pilkonis 2003, 288).  This study suggests an interesting point about the 
degree of abuse that is used.  If a parent is more or less satisfied with their 
child, they may be more likely to use higher levels of violence (dissatisfied), or 
lower levels of violence (more satisfied), assuming the parent abuses. Egeland 
(1979), presents the contradictory argument that inadequate mothers do not 
understand their own children or the process of child development.  If a mother 
1 Parental cognitions considered by the study are unrealistic expectations for the child by the parent, if the parent   
 feels they have a lack of power in care giving situations (thus making them feel “threatened”), and if the parent   
	 interprets	innocent	child	behavior	as	malicious.		Satisfaction	refers	to	how	satisfied	the	parent	is	with	the	child.
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does not understand their own child, how can they understand the reasoning 
behind a certain behavior? 
 In his construction of an equilibrium model for child development, 
Akabayashi notes that parents may have lofty expectations for their children and 
that the children may never live up to these expectations.  The parents are then 
forced to relieve their frustrations through abuse (Akabayashi 2006, 993-1025). 
The construction of this model takes into account the child’s human capital, the 
effort of the child, and the parenting strategy, all of which lead to a relationship 
where the parent provides services to develop the human capital of the child 
(Akabayashi 2006, 993-1025).   Also taken into account is the amount of time 
the parent spends with the child, which can lead to a more accurate perception 
of child behavior, lessening parental frustration when a child behaves a certain 
way (Akabayashi 2006, 993-1025).  Agee, Crocker, & Shogen present a similar 
model where abuse is a result of a loss of self control or loss of self composure 
by the parent (Agee, Crocker, and Shogren 2004, 1-39). 
 The status (adopted, foster, etc.) of the child is another factor that should, 
but does not seem to increase the probability of child abuse (Gelles and 
Harrop, 1991).  This study found, using empirical analysis of the National 
Family Violence Survey, that non-genetic children were actually abused less 
than genetic children (Gelles and Harrop, 1991).  It is also interesting to point 
out that abortion has led to a decline in child abuse rates.  Assuming biological 
children who are unwanted are more likely to be abused; abortion eliminates 
this problem (M. P. Bitler & Zavodny, 2004; M. P. Bitler & Zavodny, 2002).   
 From the reviewed works it seems that there is a combination of factors, 
rather than individual factors, leading to abuse. (Gil 1970; Straus 1979, 213). 
Parental frustration with the child and the parents stress level are two factors 
that should increase the probability of abuse.  Each individual parent has a 
different breaking point.  Some parents snap under low levels of frustration or 
stress and some parents are more patient.  My study shows there is not only 
a wide combination of factors, but that child behavior is the inciting factor 
for the use of abuse.   The literature reviewed demonstrates that numerous 
environmental and genetic factors may come into play, but few demonstrate the 
importance of behavior empirically.  The studies presented here also emphasize 
that the decision to abuse falls on the parent who is subject to numerous social 
and genetic constraints.  My study not only examines more environmental and 
genetic factors, but also argues that the constraints on the parent influence the 
decision to abuse when the child behaves a certain way.  Unlike any other study 
I also present a parental choice structure for the parent to abuse.   
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Theory
 Again, my question is: Given the presence of certain types of child 
behaviors, what parental factors determine whether or not a parent will abuse 
their child?  My hypothesis is that certain factors exist; genetically, socially, and 
behaviorally, for a given parent and a given child that increase the probability 
of abuse. A key part of this argument is parental utility and the factors that 
determine it.  This is important as it allows me to present child abuse as a 
derivation of McFadden’s conditional choice model.  The utility of parent p (up) 
is determined by not only by child utility (uc), but also by the child’s well being 
(CWB), thus:
        (1)
 Child utility is determined by the child’s happiness, as a child is happiness 
translates to parental happiness (Akabayashi 2006, 993-1025).  Child well being 
is defined as the action by the parent which is in the best interest of the child. 
An example of this is child vaccinations.  Children may hate getting inoculated 
for diseases such as polio, but it is necessary to prevent the child from 
contracting this disease.  I assume that children, especially the younger ones, 
do not completely comprehend the difference between good and bad behavior, 
as some children may find bad behavior utility maximizing.  Assuming this 
argument is true, parents can not always allow their children to maximize 
their utility as it may be detrimental to the child as well as others.  Abuse is 
assumed to be detrimental to the child both in utility and in well being, thus it 
is also detrimental to overall parental utility (Agee, Crocker, and Shogren 2004, 
1-39).  
 Further, each parent faces a discrete choice, to abuse (a) or not to abuse (na), 
and selects the choice that maximizes utility (Manski 2001, 217).  Assuming that 
the parents behave rationally they make the choice not to abuse:
   
  (2)
But because child abuse does occur, some parents are not acting completely 
rationally:
             (3)
This is the probability that parent p has the utility function where abuse is the 
optimal choice (Manski 2001, 217).  
),( CWBufu cp =
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 Considering these assumptions, I now present the following decision 
tree to illustrate the choice structure of the parent (Figure 1).  Child behavior 
is the first node on the decision tree.  The child has two choices, good and 
bad behavior.  The behavior classification is determined by the parent, due 
to the assumption previously mentioned about some children not knowing 
the difference between good and bad behaviors.  In reality there are shades 
of gray with child behavior, but for this purpose I assume the parent sees it 
either as good or bad.  The parent must then decide how to act based on their 
interpretation of the child’s actions.  The parent has three choices: no response, 
abuse, or other response (i.e. praise, or other punishment).  Before I continue I 
need to note that much of this decision is determined by parental perception. 
The parent may see a child’s behavior as malicious, but when in reality the child 
meant no harm (Mammen, Kolko, and Pilkonis 2003, 288).  
 The parent’s decision (PD) of what reaction to use, given the presence of a 
certain type of child behavior (B), is defined by the function: 
        (4)
 Where PP is parental personality, PE is parental expectations, PG is 
parent gender, PA is parent age, CG and CA are the gender of age of the child 
respectively, PAH is the parent’s abuse history, PAU is the parent’s alcohol use, 
PR is the race of the parent, PI is parental income level, PES is the parent’s 
emotional status, FS is the family structure, PPL is parental problems with the 
law, PPS is the pregnancy status of the female parent, CI is the intentions of 
the child from the parent’s perspective, and N is a variable representing other 
factors in the parent’s life that are determined by nature.  This can be expressed 
in terms of McFadden’s conditional logit model.
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 Before I present my choice model with this I must note that while 
McFadden’s rational choice model may not make sense in this context as abuse 
is not a rational choice, the basis of this model makes the most sense in this 
context.  Abuse is not always a choice parent’s consciously make, instincts and 
other factors come into play.  While this may hold true for the majority of 
cases; I am attempting to show that when parents choose to abuse there are 
factors that make the parent choose abuse, even if the choice is sub-conscious. 
The following utility functions serve as the foundation for McFadden’s 
conditional logit model and are derived from Manski (2001), Maddala (1983), 
and McFadden (1974, 1980).
   (5)
 Equation 5 shows the utility for parent p ( )(au p ) when this parent 
chooses to abuse their child can be expressed in terms of a vector of attributes 
which characterize the child who is abused (ca), and a vector which classifies 
the characteristics of the individual parent (pp) (Manski 2001, 217).  However 
one can only use observed values, thus the equation becomes:
    (6)
),()( pap pcuau =
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where cao and ppo represent the observed vectors for the abused child and 
parent who chooses abuse respectively.  In Equation 6 the error expresses any 
unobserved attributes to utility (Manski 2001, 217).
 Equation 6 can be transformed into a conditional choice probability 
model:
      (7)
 Where Ao is the observed attributes of the abused child, including behavior. 
This model shows the probability of parent p selecting the choice not to abuse, 
given a set of child characteristics (Manski 2001, 217).   Equation 7 leads to the 
conditional logit model:
 Y*pa= The level of indirect utility if a given parent chooses to abuse
 Ypa   = 1  If the parent chooses to abuse
 Ypa  = 0  otherwise
 Using the previous equation I further assume:
 
 Thus this becomes:  
(Maddala 1983; McFadden 1974, 1980)      (8)
 This equation is derived by McFadden and shows the probability that parent 
p with attributes p, makes the choice to abuse given the child with attributes c 
exhibits a certain behavior (B).  From this conditional choice model I show that 
when the parent decides to abuse, the decision is determined by a set of parent 
and child characteristics.  These characteristics should be present in parents 
who consciously choose to abuse, and parents who “lose control” and do not 
consciously choose to abuse their children.  I also show the importance utility 
plays in this model.  Again, regardless of whether the parent consciously makes 
the choice to abuse, parental utility from abuse is determined after the abuse 
occurs.
 Child behavior is the condition for this model.  I believe the probability of 
abuse increases when a child exhibits a negative behavior.  Due to restrictions 
in the data I am only to take into account three behaviors that have the good/
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bad distinction.  It is important to note that the decision of how to react to 
child behavior occurs only at time t, even though some of the variables which 
affect this decision are determined at an earlier time.   The three variables 
are: if the child has a temper tantrum, if the child has disciplinary problems 
at school, and if the child is failing school.  Temper tantrums are defined by 
the National Library of Medicine as “disruptive or undesirable behaviors or 
emotional outbursts displayed in response to unmet needs or desires.  [Temper 
tantrums] may also refer to an inability to control emotions due to frustration 
or difficulty expressing a particular need or desire” (Medline Plus 2008, 2).  The 
definitions of the other behavior variables are self explanatory. If the child has 
temper tantrums or disciplinary problems at home it should signal good or bad 
behavior, and also suggest if the presence of a certain behavior increases the 
probability of abuse.  The failing school variable tests if parental expectations 
do factor into the use abuse.  Summary statistics and cross tabulations for 
these variables can be found in Appendix A.  In order to determine how these 
behaviors impact the explanatory variables, interaction terms were created.  
 Referring back to Figure 1, the parent’s decision has three outcomes 
depending on the behavior.  They are: no response, some other response (i.e. 
praise or form of punishment that is not abuse), or abuse.  If the parent chooses 
abuse, they select from three forms: minor, severe or very severe.  These are 
defined as follows (Straus and Gelles 1990):
Minor violence- threw something at another family member, pushed, •	
grabbed, shoved, or spanked.
Severe Violence- kicked, bit, punched, hit or tried to hit with object, •	
beat up, choked, burned, scalded, threatened with a knife or gun, used 
knife or gun.
Very Severe Violence- Created to account for actions other than hitting •	
a child with an object (i.e. a belt) which is sometimes considered part 
of traditional punishment
This decision is defined by a similar equation as the initial parental decision 
(Eq. 4), only it now determines the type of violence on the condition that the 
parent chooses to abuse.
 Based on the assumptions of my model, parent’s do not want to abuse 
their children as it is detrimental to both the parent and the child in terms 
of utility and child well being.  In the decision tree, the choice to abuse is the 
least optimal given a certain child behavior.  “No Response” is not the optimal 
choice either as it does not reinforce good behaviors, or attempt to correct bad 
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behaviors.  Other is the optimal choice as it encourages good behavior through 
praise, and corrects bad behavior through an optimal form of punishment. 
However, as noted earlier many parents do not consciously make the choice 
to abuse.  This is where my theory about parents choosing to abuse based on 
utility breaks down.  While theory can not perfectly predict parental behavior, 
my results show what characteristics modify the probability of abuse.  I propose 
that children, who are exposed to abuse, not only behave a certain way, but also 
are raised by parents which have certain markers for child abuse.  
 In order to do this I predict multiple regressions. First I use a logit model as 
my dependent variable is binary.  The behavior interaction terms demonstrate 
how certain independent variables change the probability of abuse, when the 
behaviors are present.  Summary statistics for the interaction terms that are 
statistically significant from the non-interaction terms are in Appendix A. 
The first set of predictions include my independent variables as well as the 
significant interaction terms.  I also present odds-ratios with this prediction. 
Odds ratios are interpreted as difference from one, and show how the variables 
affect the odds of abuse being present.  After determining what factors affect 
the probability a given parent chooses to abuse, I predict a second logit model, 
ordinal in nature, to determine what type of violence the parent will use 
(summary statistics in Appendix A).  I use an ordered logit as my dependent 
variable is ordinal in nature and it allows me to predict what characteristics, 
including the behavior interaction terms, increase the likelihood of a parent 
choosing a certain type of violence. The results of these predictions show 
what characteristics increase the likelihood of a parent using a higher level 
of violence.  The cut-values demonstrate where the dependent variables are 
divided for each level of violence.  I now discuss my initial expectations for the 
independent variables which are derived from reviewed literature as well as 
cross-tabulations
 I expect the gender of the respondent variable to be positive, signaling that 
females are be more likely to abuse.  This is grounded in the idea that females 
spend more time taking care of children, creating more opportunities to abuse 
than males.  I predict the age of the respondent to be negative, as younger 
parents are less experienced and turn to abuse as a disciplinary solution 
than more experienced parents. I expect child age to be negative, as younger 
children are more likely to be abused as they require more care from the parent 
as increased needs may cause parental frustration, thus leading to abuse.  The 
cross-tabulations show that as child age increases the number of abuse cases 
decreases.  This also may be due to the fact older children can defend themselves 
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more effectively.  Parent age and child age are somewhat correlated as younger 
parents most likely have younger children.  I expect child gender to be negative, 
signaling male children are more likely to be abused, as male children are more 
prone to bad behavior.  The behavior interaction term is not significant from 
the non-interacted gender variable.  This demonstrates that behavior is a factor 
in the non-interacted term, asserting my initial expectation.  
 I so not expect parents who were exposed to domestic violence as a child 
to be more likely to abuse.  I think domestic violence breeds more domestic 
violence, not more child abuse.  If the respondent was abused by either of their 
parents when they were children, I expect the respondent to be more likely to 
use abuse.  This is derived from the idea that abuse lead to more abuse.  If the 
respondent has been arrested in the previous year there are two possibilities: the 
parent is in jail, away from the child, and unable to abuse; or because the parent 
has broken the law, they may be more violent than other parents.  A former 
convict as a parent may also have missed a significant portion of a child’s life 
and this could increase parental frustration.  There are two possibilities with 
alcohol consumption: parents either become more violent under the influence 
or more tolerant depending on the manner in which alcohol affects them.  The 
cross-tabulations show that there are more cases of abuse than non-abuse as 
the number of drinks per day increases.
 Asserting the beliefs of the literature I believe that parents who feel 
stressed, depressed, or have thought about suicide are more likely to abuse 
as stress is a factor that may cause parents to snap, leading to more abuse.  I 
also have parallel expectations with the literature when it comes to income 
levels.  I predict that lower income levels should increase the probability of 
abuse.  For the race variables, I could argue minority races are more or less 
likely to abuse, but there is no plausible theory to support either argument.  I 
think the results of the race estimates may be proxies for other variables that 
have not been included in this model, such as education level and employment 
status.  If the respondent is pregnant I expect a higher probability of abuse, 
as pregnant women are assumed to be under more stress (physically and 
emotionally) than other parents and therefore be more likely to turn to abuse. 
Unlike the reviewed literature, if the family is a step or single parent family, I 
expect to see a positive relationship. I expect this with step families because 
one parent is not biological and may be more likely to abuse a child that is not 
theirs.  Single parent families typically struggle to make ends meet; therefore, 
my reasoning for this is similar to my argument for income level.  Finally, with 
the child behavior interaction terms, I expect these to show that parents with 
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certain characteristics to be more likely to abuse their child given the presence 
of a certain child behavior.
Data
 The ideal data for a study such as this would be statistics about every case of 
child abuse and the environments in which each case occurred.  While this data 
is over twenty years old, I do not feel this makes a difference.  Unfortunately, 
some variables that may make a parent use abuse, such as emotion, are not 
easily quantified.    I believe that the genetic and demographic variables that 
contribute to abuse have not changed significantly over time.   Since child 
abuse is an illegal activity, data only exists about reported cases, I examine 
those cases to see if there are any consistencies among cases.  
 The data come from the 1985 Physical Violence in American Families 
Survey.  This survey was a follow up to a similar survey done in 1976.  “The 
main component of this survey design was a national cross-sectional survey 
of adults in the United States who either (1) were currently married or living 
together, (2) were single parents with children under 18 in the household, or 
(3) had been married or had lived with a partner of the opposite sex within the 
past two years” (Codebook).  The dependent variables are considered Conflict 
Tactics Scale Violence Rate Variables which are divided into three types 
of violence, minor, severe, and very severe (Straus and Gelles 1990).  These 
variables were manipulated to create a single variable, if abuse was present at 
all regardless of type, and a scale variable for the type of violence.  The majority 
of the independent variables are dummy variables denoting either specific 
responses (i.e. 1=female and 0=male) or certain levels, such as income and the 
amount of drinks people consume.  Again, more in depth data definitions are 
contained in Appendix A.  
 The data do present some limitations in my attempt to produce results. 
The survey has 6,002 observations.  With the numerous manipulations of the 
data, some variables lack significant observations to be considered accurate. 
This is reflected in the dependent variables. Out of the people who answered 
the abuse questions, 60% said they abuse.  This is possible, but I feel with more 
observations, this number might decline. Survey form also naturally draws into 
question the validity of the answers.  People could easily give false answers and 
I see some examples of this present in the summary statistics.  I find it highly 
unlikely someone can consume 40 drinks in one day.  Thus, the results produced 
in this study must be interpreted with caution.  This survey is one of the better 
sources of statistics that show the factors that contribute to child abuse.  No 
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other survey has the depth of possibly significant independent variables than 
this survey.  It provides a more accurate picture when the independent and 
dependent variables are each from the same source.  
 From the summary statistics table in Appendix A I find the majority of the 
independent variables have upwards of the 6,002 observations.  This is important 
as a relationship is established from the 3,338 observations for the dependent 
variables.  The reasons for the significantly lower number of observations 
for the dependent variables is due to the fact there were numerous missing 
observations in the study.  This occurs when the answer was “unknown” as 
opposed to “no” or “yes”.    It should be noted that numerous dummy variables 
were generated.  The stressed, depressed, thought about suicide, income, race 
and family status variables all had to be converted into dummy variables for the 
different responses on the survey.    
results
 The results for the initial model, determining what characteristics predict 
the probability abuse is present, is divided into three separate predictions. 
These results can be found in Table 1 (Standard errors in parenthesis, *denotes 
significance at 10% level, **denotes significance at 5% level, ***denotes 
significance at the 1% level, OR: odds ratio: maintains same significance as 
coefficient estimate)2.  The first model (1) is my prediction with the temper 
tantrum (TT) interaction terms.  The second model (2) is the prediction with 
the failing (FS) school interaction terms.  Finally, the third model (3) is the 
model with the disciplinary problems (DP) at home interaction terms.  The 
interactions terms demonstrate the effect of the given characteristic with the 
presence of the given behavior.  The effect on the odds ratio is also reported. 
For interpretation purposes the closer the odds ratio is to 1, there is little or no 
change.   
2	 	Note	–	both	of	the	coefficient	estimates	for	interactions	terms	for	Hispanic	and	drinks	per	day	were	statistically	
	 significant	in	difference	from	zero	at	the	10%	level.		Both	being	Hispanic	and	consuming	more	drinks	per	day	
	 lowers	the	log-odds	for	abuse,	holding	constant	the	influence	of	other	variables.		These	estimates	are	not	very	
 reliable, but are interesting especially the one concerning alcohol use, as it supports the idea parents may be 
 more tolerant given a certain child behavior.
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 These results provide some interesting answers to my initial hypothesis. 
All models are statistically significant, as can be seen from the LR-stat.  Each 
model also has a Pseudo R2 of about .1.  Each model also predicts about 70% 
correctly.  I find across the models there are some variables which consistently 
contribute to a change in the probability that a parent abuses.  These variables 
are important as they signal that a parent’s probability of abuse changes 
regardless of the presence of certain behaviors.  All of the following estimates 
are statistically significant in difference from zero (most at the 1% level of 
significance), across all models, they are:
Parent Gender (positive) - being female increases the log-odds of •	
abuse by about .4, holding constant the influence of other independent 
variables.  Being female also increase the odds of abuse by about .5. 
This is parallel with initial expectations.
Parent Age (negative) - for each additional year of age, the log-odds of •	
the parent using abuse decreases by about .019, holding constant the 
influence of other variables.  As the parent gets older the odds of abuse 
decrease by .02 for each year.   This is on par with a priori expectations 
that younger parents are more likely to abuse.
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Child Age (negative) – for each additional year of age, the log odds of •	
the child being abused decreases by about .91, holding constant the 
influence of other variables.  The odds-ratio decreases by about .09, 
for each additional year in age the child gains.  This is also consistent 
with initial expectations that younger children are more likely to be 
exposed to abuse.
Child Gender (negative) - being a female child, instead of a male, •	
decreases the log-odds of abuse by about .092, holding constant the 
influence of other variables.  If the child is female, the odds of abuse 
decrease by about .09.  This agrees with initial expectations that males 
are more likely to be abused.
Abuse History (positive) - if a parent was abused by their own parents •	
as a teen (as opposed to not being abused), mother or father, the log-
odds of abuse increases by about .3, holding constant the influence 
of other variables.  If a parent was abused by their own parents, the 
odds of abuse increases by about .34.  This is consistent with a-priori 
expectations.
Depression (positive) - if the parent has ever felt depressed, as opposed •	
to never feeling depressed, the log-odds of abuse increase by about 
.3383, holding constant the influence of other variables.  If the parent 
is depressed the odds of abuse increase by about .4.  This was my initial 
expectation as well.  
 These coefficient estimates for these variables demonstrate that there are 
certain factors outside of one’s control that serve as markers for a parent to abuse. 
These results demonstrate that the biological and family history factors that 
influence a parent’s choice to abuse no matter how the child behaves.  I now present 
the statistically significant interaction terms from the first set of predictions.  
 I am only discussing the interaction estimates that are statistically 
significant in difference from zero at the 5% level of significance or better:
Child Age (Discipline Problems Interaction) – In children who have •	
disciplinary problems at home; each additional year in age decreases 
the log-odds of abuse by about .17, holding constant the influence of 
other variables.  Also for each year older the child with disciplinary 
problems is, the odds of abuse decrease by .164.   This is again 
consistent with initial expectations that younger children, especially 
those with disciplinary problems are more likely to be abused.
Respondent’s Mother hit their Father (Failing School Interaction) - •	
If the parent’s mother hit the parent’s father and the child is failing 
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school, the log-odds of abuse decreases by 1.192, holding constant the 
influence of other variables.  This may not be an accurate prediction, 
due to a small sample issue.  There are only 28 observations where 
abuse was present and the respondent’s mother hit the respondent’s 
father.  
Abuse History (Hit by Father – Failing School interaction) - If a parent •	
was abused by their father and the child is failing school, the log-odds 
of abuse increase by 1.329, holding constant the influence of other 
variables.  Also if a parent was abused, and has a child failing school 
the odds of abuse increase by 2.778.  These results are parallel with 
initial expectations and somewhat higher than the non-interacted 
term.  This may reflect the parental expectations concept.
Low Income ($0 to $10,000 – Temper Tantrum Interaction) – If the •	
family does not make more than $10,000 and the child has a temper 
tantrum, the log odds of abuse increase by 2.19, holding constant the 
influence of other variables.  If a parent makes less than $10,000 and has 
a child that acts out, the odds of abuse increase by 7.937.  This is the only 
time any income estimate is statistically significant.  I find that income is 
only a factor when the child misbehaves or annoys the parent, assuming 
temper tantrums are perceived in this way by the parent.
Parent Stress Level (Failing School Interaction) – If a parent feels •	
stressed and has a child failing school, the log-odds for abuse increase 
by 2.33, holding constant the influence of other variables.  These 
conditions also increase the odds of abuse by 9.314.  This is the only 
time the stress level of the parent was significant, showing that certain 
behaviors (i.e. failing to meet expectations) may trigger a parent to 
abuse when they are stressed.  
 From these significant interaction terms; I find that when a child behaves a 
certain way or fails to meet parental expectations, there are other factors (besides 
the previously discussed biological factors, which change the probability that a 
parent chooses to abuse.  Now that I have shown what factors lead a parent to 
choose abuse, what factors influence the decision as to what type of violence to 
use?  
 The results of the interacted ordered logit models are presented in Table 
2 (Standard errors in parenthesis, *denotes significance at 10% level, **denotes 
significance at 5% level, ***denotes significance at the 1% level).  These models 
show what variables influence a parent’s choice to use minor, severe, or very 
severe violence.
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 All three of these predictions are statistically significant in difference from 
zero with pseudo R2’s around.06. From the interacted ordered logit predictions 
I find the following coefficient estimates of non-interacted variables to be 
statistically significant in difference from zero across all three models (All of 
these estimates are statistically significant in difference from zero at least at the 
10% level):
Parent Gender (positive) – Being a female parent, as opposed to •	
being a male parent, increases the probability that that parent turns 
to a higher level of violence, holding constant the influence of other 
variables.   Females are not only more prone to abuse but also more 
prone to use higher levels of violence. 
Parent Age (negative) – As the parent gets older, the probability the •	
selected parent uses higher levels of violence decreases, holding the 
influence of other variables constant.
Child Age & Child Gender (negative) – As the child gets older, the •	
probability they are exposed to higher levels of violence decreases, 
holding constant the influence of other variables.  If the child is 
female, the probability that child is found in higher violence category 
also decreases, holding constant the influence of other variables.
Abuse History (positive) – Parents who were abused by either parent •	
as a teenager are more likely to use higher levels of violence, holding 
the influence of other variables constant.  
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Race of the Parent: Black (positive) – If the respondent is African-•	
American they are more likely to use higher levels of violence, holding 
constant the influence of other variables.
Depression & Attempted Suicide (positive) – If a parent is depressed •	
or has thought about killing themselves, that parent is more likely to 
use more higher levels of violence, holding constant the influence of 
other variables.
 I again find many genetic and family history variables to be influential in 
increasing or decreasing the probability that higher violence levels are present. 
Many of the variables which determined the probability a parent uses abuse also 
determine the probability for a certain level of violence.  Race and Depression 
have also come into play here.  Race is another genetic trait that can not be 
controlled but may be serving as an indicator for income or education here. 
After checking correlation between race and other variables, I only found that 
race is somewhat correlated with low levels of income.  One could easily argue 
that depression could be a predetermined disorder or a result of events in ones 
life.  Either way, I expect this variable to make a parent more violent.  I now 
present the significant coefficient estimates for the interacted variables.
 The following variables are all interaction terms; showing how the presence 
of child behavior affects the decision of what type of abuse to use.  All are 
significant at least at the 10% level of significance.  
Parent Age (Temper Tantrum & Failing School Interaction) – When a •	
child either has a temper tantrum or fails in school, each year older the 
parent is increases the probability that the parent uses higher levels of 
violence, holding constant the influence of other variables.  Younger 
parents are more likely to abuse and use higher levels when behavior 
is not considered, yet when behavior is a factor, the older parents are 
more likely to use higher levels of violence.
Domestic Abuse Experience (Failing School Interaction) – I again •	
find a contradictory relationship when behavior is factored in.  In the 
failing school model, if the respondent’s mother hit their father, this 
parent is more likely to use higher levels of violence, holding constant 
the influence of other variables.  However, parents who have had this 
experience along with children who are failing school, are actually 
likely to use lower levels of violence of none at all.  Again, I think this 
is a small sample issue.  
Abuse History (Failing School Interaction) – A parent who was •	
abused by their father and has a child who is failing school is more 
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likely to use higher levels of violence, holding constant the influence 
of other variables.  This is again consistent with initial expectations 
about abuse history.
Stressed (Failing School Interaction) – Parents who feel stressed •	
and have children who are failing school are more highly likely to 
use higher levels of violence, holding constant the influence of other 
variables.  This is consistent with initial expectations.
Child Failing School (negative) – Children who are simply failing are •	
subjected to lower levels of violence or no violence, holding constant 
the influence of other variables.
 The coefficient estimates for these statistically significant interaction 
terms demonstrate that behavior, especially if the child is failing in school, 
can dramatically alter what factors go into determining the level of violence 
choice the parent faces.  While some of the variables are genetic, or based 
on experiences which could not be controlled; the interaction terms again 
demonstrate that factors such as stress factor into the decision about what kind 
of abuse a parent uses. 
interpretation of results
 From the results I find, based on the data from The Physical Violence in 
American Families Survey of 1984, the decision to abuse is based primarily 
on genetics and abuse history.  Factors such as age and gender, both of the 
parent and the child, seem to be important factors in determining if parents 
abuse.  Younger parents have younger children, and are less experienced.  Also 
younger children can be a handful for these inexperienced parents and people 
have been known to snap when overwhelmed with frustration.  Parental anger 
with a difficult child, sometimes results in abuse (Frude and Goss 1979, 331). 
Abuse history played a role in not only determining abuse, but also what kind 
of abuse, and how intense that abuse would be when interacted with certain 
child behaviors.  Children learn how to be parents from their own parents and 
if a child is abused, it makes sense that it would be more likely to use abuse also. 
This relationship is parallel with a priori expectations.  It is also important to 
note, mental illness, regardless of cause, is a factor that increases the probability 
of abuse.  
 While the genetic and family history variables play a role in almost every 
case of abuse, the impact of behavior also plays a role.  The reviewed literature 
expected parental stress and income would be a factor in determining abuse. 
I conclude that stress and lower levels of income determine the presence of 
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abuse, when certain behaviors are present.  These two increase the odds of 
abuse significantly.  Both the temper tantrum and failing school behaviors not 
only determined what factors increase the probability of abuse, when one of 
these behaviors are present, but also what type of abuse was more likely to be 
used.  This demonstrates a certain child behavior, which can occur randomly 
such as a temper tantrum, increases the odds the parent uses abuse.  Parental 
expectations play a critical role as well; this can be seen from the number of 
significant coefficient estimates for the failing school behavior.  The coefficient 
estimates for the failing school interaction terms demonstrate that failing 
to meet parental expectations not only increases the probability the child is 
abused, but also the probability the child is exposed to a higher level of violence. 
I initially underestimated the role of parental expectations.
 One factor I thought would increase the probability of a parent using abuse 
was alcohol consumption; however, it was never significant in any model.  This 
demonstrates that alcohol may not be a determinant in child abuse, but possibly 
in numerous other problems.  I expected income as well as family status to also 
play a larger role, which they did not.  This could be due to the fact that lower 
income families are more likely to abuse with the presence of temper tantrums. 
I thought a similar relationship would occur with the family status variables.  
 This study has produced some interesting, albeit possibly inaccurate 
results.  However, I find that there are certain genetic markers which trigger 
abuse, and there are numerous social variables which affect the decision to 
abuse and the choice of abuse type when a certain child behavior is present.   
conclusions
 The goal of this paper was to examine the parental decision structure for 
child abuse.  My initial hypothesis was that a child would behave, the parent 
would be forced to respond, and the decision to abuse would be based on social 
and genetic factors within the parent’s life, as well as the manner in which the 
parent’s perceived the child’s behavior.  I used McFadden’s (1974) conditional 
logit model as a basis for my theory to show that the decision to abuse is 
based on factors both in the parent’s life and in the child’s life.  I followed this 
with interacted logit and interacted order logit models, which used data from 
the Physical Violence in American Families Survey from 1984, to show that 
numerous biological and family history variables determine abuse regardless 
of behavior.  The social variables such as stress, were found to increase the 
probability of abuse when the child behavior is considered.  
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 Thus, I conclude that given the difficulty associated with predicting a 
problem as great as child abuse there is no specific set of variables which define 
an abuser over a non-abuser.  There are only markers, which signal who may 
be more at risk to abuse.  The decision to abuse is likely a snap judgment made 
by the parent.  Parents probably do not premeditate abuse.  As noted in the 
literature it is a combination of factors that triggers abuse.  There are biological 
markers such as gender and age which put certain parents and certain children 
at higher risk than others.  A parent who abuses is pushed to their limits by a 
certain child behavior or some other factor.  I have found certain factors which 
are present in the abusing parent’s life.  A suggestion for further study would 
be to examine the effects of child abuse on children, for example if it increases 
the risk of teenage pregnancy, psychiatric disorders, or involvement in crime 
(Afifi, Brownridge, and Cox 2006, 1093-1103; Currie and Tekin 2006; Smith 
1996, 131-142; Smith and Thornberry 1995, 451-481). 
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Appendix A
Variable Definitions of Independent Variables:
Gender of Respondent, Male=0 Female=1
Age of Respondent, Age must be equal to or above 18
Child Age- child must be under the age 18
Gender of Child, Male=0 Female=1
Respondent Father hit Mother, 0=No, 1=Yes
Respondent Mother hit Father, 0=No, 1=Yes
Respondent Arrested in previous year, 0=No, 1=Yes
Respondent Alcohol Use- measured in drinks per day
Black- respondent is African American, 1=yes, 0=no
Hispanic- respondent is Hispanic, 1=yes, 0=no
Other-respondent is other race, 1=yes, 0=no
Income variables, 1=respondent falls in specified category of income, 
0=respondent does not fall in respective category
Stressed, 0=never felt stressed, 1=includes if respondent ever feels stressed
Depressed, 0=never felt depressed, 1=includes if respondent ever feels 
depressed
Thought about suicide, 0=never thought about suicide, 1=includes if 
respondent ever thinks about suicide
Respondent hit by mother as teen, 1=yes, 0=no
Respondent hit by father as teen, 1=yes, 0=no
Woman Pregnant, 1=yes, 0=no
Family Status, 1=respondent falls in specified category of family status, 
0=respondent does not fall in respective category
Child Behavior Variables, 1=child has exhibited behavior, 0=child has not 
exhibited behavior
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Summary Statistics of Independent Variables:
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Summary Statistics for Significant Interaction Terms (TT= Temper Tantrum, 
FS=Failing School, DP=disciplinary problems at home):
Summary Statistics for Dependent Variables:
Abuse, 1=abuse was present, 0=otherwise
Abuse Type, 1=minor violence, 2=severe violence, 3= very severe 
violence, 
         0=otherwise
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Cross-Tabulations of Independent Variables
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Cross-tabulation of Child Age
Cross-Tabulation of Respondent Drinks per Day
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Cross Tabulations of Selected Interaction Terms
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